Deforestation has been recognised as a global problem threatening wildlife habitat as well as multiple ecosystem services that also benefi t human economic activity on a massive scale. The need to limit carbon emissions and climate change, in particular, is critically dependent on the contribution of forests.
Therefore, several branches of the United Nations launched in 2008 the Programme on Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (UN-REDD) to encourage forest conservation in a framework that also allows sustainable development. In addition, several countries have signed up to the REDD+ programme, which aims to incentivise forest conservation in developing countries, such as Indonesia and Ecuador, with funds from major corporations and wealthy nations like Norway. However, the Center for International Forestry Research reported in July, after a meeting of experts from 16 countries that have embarked on the REDD+ process, that most of the participants haven't advanced to the stage of actual fund transfers yet. Short-termism in politics was cited as a main reason why the pursuit of this long-term project is struggling in many of the countries.
While organisations and governments are looking for ways to halt deforestation, the bad news has kept coming in over the last months and years, showing the demise of forests in Indonesia (Curr. Biol. (2015) 
Eyes in the sky
Even in Brazil, which had won praise for slowing down the destruction of the Amazon rainforest since the millennium, the loss of forest cover is now accelerating again. The offi cial fi gure for the period from August 2014 to July 2015 amounts to just over 6,200 square kilometres, which represents an increase over previous year, but stays an order of magnitude below rates of deforestation observed as recently as 2003.
However, a recent study by Peter Richards and others from Brown University, at Providence, Rhode Island, USA, based on comparison with independent satellite recordings, suggests that the actual loss of Amazon rainforest between 2008 and 2012 exceeded the offi cial numbers recorded by the satellite observation programme PRODES by some 9,000 square kilometres (Conserv. Lett. (2016) http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/ conl.12310). The researchers explain this discrepancy with the observation that PRODES focuses on primary Amazon rainforest but excludes separate forest plots smaller than 6.25 hectares as well as dry forests and secondary forests.
In August, Global Forest Watch in association with the University of Maryland, Google and the World Resources Institute (WRI) launched a new satellite-based deforestation alert system (named GLAD alerts after the Global Land Analysis and Discovery lab at the University of Maryland), aiming to release online updates weekly and to alert authorities to any suspicious activity more quickly and with better resolution than the offi cial system could. GLAD alerts report with a pixel size of 30x30 metres. Brazil's rapid response DETER system only offers 250 metre resolution, while the highly resolved PRODES system only reports at yearly intervals. The GLAD data will also be openly accessible so the general public can help to keep an eye on the forests. GLAD alerts are currently also available for Peru, Republic of the Congo and Kalimantan, Indonesia.
While the continuing losses of forest area as observed by satellites are an important concern, the mere surface area alone doesn't tell the whole story. When it comes to the benefi ts that forests provide, the diversity of plant species populating that area is just as important, as a recent global study has demonstrated.
Productivity needs diversity
Many regional studies have suggested that the productivity of forest ecosystems increases with increasing tree biodiversity. Jingjing Liang,
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How can we save forest biodiversity?
Forests are still losing ground around the globe. In addition to the sheer loss of surface area, there is also a decline in biodiversity, which will diminish the ecosystem services that forests can provide. Recent studies show that current conservation measures are insuffi cient to save the vital contribution that forests make. Michael Gross reports.
United colours: Forests with a rich mixture of species not only look more interesting, they are also more productive and can thus better protect us from climate change. (Image: Deborah Taylor.)
